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The Media Preservation Initiative at Indiana University–Bloomington
Mike Casey, Archives of Traditional Music
Fifteen years is a short period of time in the preservation 
world, where work proceeds for generations and 
time horizons are very long. However, due to active 
degradation and rapid obsolescence, many media 
preservation practitioners believe that there is only a 
15-year window of opportunity to preserve digital audio 
and video recordings. Beyond that window, many think 
that preservation transfer will be impossible, achievable 
only with diminished fidelity, or through prohibitively 
expensive means, particularly for large collections.
With this in mind, the Indiana University–Bloomington’s 
Archives of Traditional Music ran the numbers several 
years ago to answer a critical question: How long would 
it take the Archives’ one audio engineer, transferring one 
recording at a time (while working on grant funding), 
to complete preservation of the Archives’ holdings? The 
answer: 58 years. At about the same time, the Indiana 
University (IU) Cook Music Library performed this same 
exercise, and calculated an answer of 120 years for their 
holdings.
We at IU quickly recognized that we had a serious 
problem on our campus that demanded a larger solution 
implemented at a higher level. With this realization, the 
IU-Bloomington Media Preservation Initiative (MPI) 
was born. From the beginning, MPI drew upon existing 
campus experience and past projects concerned with 
media preservation issues, including the NEH-funded 
“Sound Directions” project, http://www.dlib.indiana 
.edu/projects/sounddirections, a collaboration between 
Indiana University and Harvard University, which resulted 
in an internationally-used best practices publication for 
audio preservation and software tools; the Field Audio 
Collection Evaluation Tool (FACET); and the Audio 
Technical Metadata Collector (ATMC). These and other 
projects, such as the Ethnographic Video for Instruction 
and Analysis (EVIA) Digital Archive Project (http://
www.eviada.org), which developed software and systems 
for the annotation, discovery, peer review, and scholarly 
publication of video, and created a digital archives of 
ethnographic field video for scholars’ and instructors’ use, 
provided a baseline of experience from which to begin 
work on MPI.
The first task for the MPI was to define problems and 
challenges to the preservation of IU’s audio, video, and 
film collections. We began with a preservation census of 
campus holdings, the results of which were published 
in 2009. This document, entitled “Media Preservation 
Survey: A Report,” is available at http://www.indiana 
.edu/~medpres/index.shtml. In addition to presenting 
data on holdings, our report explores degradation and 
obsolescence issues found in campus collections, and in 
media recordings, in general. MPI’s report also includes 
chapters on the research value of holdings, physical storage 
conditions, reformatting efforts, discovery and use, and 
existing campus resources.
The broad outlines of what we learned about our holdings 
can be summarized as follows:
•	 There are more than 560,000 audio, video, and film 
objects on the Bloomington campus.
•	 64% of the objects are audio; 22%, video; and 14%, 
film.
•	 Audio, video, and film are held in more than 80 campus 
units.
•	 Over 50 formats are represented in these holdings.
•	 An estimated 44% of holdings are unique or rare.
•	 Audio, video, and film objects date from 1893 to the 
present.
The survey report led to a year-long preservation and 
access planning project led by a task force appointed by 
the IU-Bloomington provost. This project was funded 
by the Office of the Provost, Office of the Vice Provost 
for Research, IU Libraries, University Information 
Technology Services, and The College of Arts and Sciences. 
Completed in 2011, the project resulted in a publication, 
“Meeting the Challenge of Media Preservation: Strategies 
and Solutions,” that is available at http://www.indiana 
.edu/~medpres/index.shtml.
“Meeting the Challenge” charts solutions and lays the 
groundwork for unlocking campus media assets and 
transforming them into usable resources. Perhaps the 
cornerstone recommendation is that the University should 
build the Indiana Media Preservation and Access Center 
(IMPAC), a service unit that will provide audio and video 
preservation transfers and access-quality digitization of 
film for campus holdings. This recommendation is based 
upon an analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of 
undertaking digitization in-house, versus outsourcing. 
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Such analysis examines variables, such as scale and 
uniformity of holdings, quality control, future location 
of expertise, potential for education, national leadership, 
and cost. It also relies upon the realization that digitization 
is but one of many steps in the preservation process for 
these materials. IU-Bloomington requires preservation 
infrastructure if it is to be successful in this endeavor, 
regardless of where the digitization is completed.
The report also recommends a prioritization process for 
campus holdings that utilizes both software applications 
and curatorial expertise. To support this process, we 
are actively developing a software tool to assist in the 
assessment of the research and instructional value of our 
media collections. We are also engaged in developing 
another preservation selection tool to evaluate condition, 
risk, and obsolescence of audio, video, and film collections. 
This tool leverages previous software development 
work at several other academic institutions. Both of 
these applications will be made freely available to other 
repositories in 2012.
In addition, “Meeting the Challenge” includes chapters 
exploring strategies for film, issues relating to access, 
technology infrastructure needs, and campus engagement. 
This report, the earlier media preservation survey report, 
and the process we used to gather data and formulate 
plans, may be useful to other institutions addressing the 
long-term preservation and access of their media holdings.
The work of the MPI continues during f iscal year 
2011–12. Objectives for this year include exploring born 
digital practices and workflows, creating the first part 
of a campus prioritization plan, and convening a media 
access working group to develop access recommendations. 
One major objective, which we call the IMPAC startup 
project, is to leverage existing campus resources to begin 
audio and video preservation work, plus film conservation, 
before the IMPAC is constructed. We have also developed 
a communications strategy, including a blog, where 
campus stakeholders and interested parties from outside 
institutions can follow our progress. The blog may be 
accessed at http://www.mediapreservation.wordpress.com.
While we have made significant progress over the past 
few years, there is much work ahead of us before we can 
claim success. Ultimately, our goal is to move forward into 
a new era of preservation and access for media holdings, 
an era characterized by a wealth of enduringly preserved 
and easily-accessed media content integrated into campus 
research and instruction. It is also our hope that the 
resulting tools will be of value to other repositories with 
audiovisual holdings.
Author Mike Casey (left) and Paul Mahern of the Archives of 
Traditional Music prepare to digitize a recording. Courtesy of 
University of Indiana-Bloomington.
